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	1. Chapter 1

**How to build a family.**

**A/N: **Welcome to my second NCIS: New Orleans story, which will be a multi-chapter, Cherri-centric one, including all the usual suspects and some characters which are all my own. I hope you'll enjoy. Also, for the flow of the story, I've let go of my signature style of writing in the second person.

**A/N II**: This story will be rated M at some point, so it will move into another category by then.

**Disclaimer**: I do not own the Characters of NCIS: New Orleans and I will hand them back to CBS when I'm done with them.

**Spoilers**: There aren't any, really. Set somewhere during season two though.

Christopher LaSalle was not a happy camper this Monday morning after Valentine's Day, which was contrary to his normal, upbeat nature. Meredith Brody however, was positively beaming, which was completely contrary for her as well. It made the other members of their little team wonder if, during Mardi Gras, something occult had happened that had made the two agents switch character.

The reason Merri Brody was sporting a grin wider than the Grand Canyon was probably directly linked to the sparkling rock on her ring finger. One that clearly said she was taken. Spoken for. Betrothed. Or whatever the kids called it these days.

The reason Chris LaSalle's frown was as deep as his partner's smile was wide was equally linked to said rock. Not that he begrudged his partner her happiness, but he didn't care much for the man who put the rock on there.

James Lathom. Reporter. A man who had already broken off one engagement to this particular woman and even if he hadn't known her at the time and therefor never witnessed the downfall of the relationship from up close, he knew enough about both Brody and the way she handled relationships in general to know she would not be happy with this guy in the long run. No matter how hard she lied to herself; she couldn't lie to him. He saw right through her.

And since it was his duty, both on and off the job, to protect her from scumbags who were out to hurt her, he was feeling totally off kilter by the knowledge that in this case, she wouldn't appreciate his protection, even when he knew in his gut that she would get hurt again.

And if he was bad at hiding his feelings, well, that was too bad. Not that Brody would notice anyway. She was too busy squealing over her upcoming nuptials with Sonja (another thing he didn't understand and silently resented; she never did like the newest addition to their team much before, let alone confide in her) to notice that, after a stilted and forced "congrats", her normally talkative counterpart had retreated behind his cluttered desk, not saying much of anything to anyone.

He just couldn't help himself. Couldn't force himself to feign happiness when a friend, a member of their own little NCIS family was walking straight toward her destruction.

Ad there wasn't a damn thing he could do to stop it.

**888**

Indeed, Meredith Brody hadn't noticed her partner's morose mood, hadn't paid any attention to his less than enthusiastic well-wishes. Why would she? She had gotten engaged, finally and unexpectedly. And she was happy with it! Why the hell shouldn't she?

She was a woman who was only a few months shy of stepping over the threshold of the big 4-0. Who was, admittedly, a little skeptical when it came to matters of the heart, but who was also sick and tired of resigning herself to buying her own chocolates and wine on Valentine's Day every single year, watching sappy movies and wondering when her life had become all work and no play.

She had been planning to do exactly that when her doorbell had rung. The only one she could think of stopping over because he too was sadly alone on a day like this, was her partner, but she had been pleasantly surprised when she opened the door to reveal her ex-fiancé, James.

He'd brought the wine, the flowers and the chocolates. The promises she had always wanted to hear coming from him. How he was ready to settle down, start a family and how she was the only one he'd wanted to do this with. How he had always loved her. After drinking the bottle of (heady) wine and opening another one from her own collection, she was more than willing to hear it, to believe it and by the time they made it to her bed, clothes strewn carelessly every which way, his proposal was met with eager enthusiasm.

Admittedly, this morning, as she was getting dressed, her still sleeping fiancé not stirring as she tiptoed around her home, the ring on her finger looked strangely out of sorts. First of all; it was way too big for her rather delicate finger and it wasn't very practical for her chosen profession either. Plus, she dreaded telling her team, her surrogate family. They would be happy for her, at least she hoped they would be, but they were also highly trained officers of the law and if she even showed as much as a hint of doubt over her decision, they would detect it. Perhaps not call her out on it, but yeah…

But what was there to doubt anyway? She was a grown woman and she didn't need anyone's permission to accept a proposal, especially since she didn't have a whole harem to choose from now that her best (child-bearing) days were over. So what if said reason was not the most romantic one? So what if James had walked out on her before? He too wasn't getting any younger and if he said he wanted to settle down and stay put at one place for longer than a few weeks at a time, she wanted to believe him.

She really, really wanted to believe him.

She didn't want to see the skeptical look in her partner's eyes, didn't want to hear the hesitation in Pride's voice when he pulled her into a hug as he congratulated her. Didn't want to hear him suggest she wear the ring on a chain around her neck or better yet, keep it in her locker during office hours.

Heck, the only thing she wanted from them was their support for her decision, to see and recognize that this made her happy, damn it!

Because it did. She was as happy as she ever was. Regardless of the sting she felt every time the blue gaze from her partner landed on her, only to be averted quickly before she could catch him and call him out on it.

If he couldn't be happy for her, that was his problem. She didn't need it or him. Not anymore. She had James now.

**888**

The day had gone by pretty normal; considering the bombshell that was dropped on them that morning. At least Brody (he couldn't think of her as Merri anymore; the nickname suddenly too private to use on a woman who was engaged to another man) had taken Pride's advice and had taken off the ring, stuffing it in her jeans pocket instead. Not seeing the offensive (why he thought of it that way was something he refused to dwell on) piece of jewelry sparkling in the sunlight as they sat in the car staking out a suspect, had helped him keep up with the most minimal conversation between them possible. The silence was deafening, but he couldn't come up with anything to break it, other than begging her to reconsider. Which he wouldn't do. He had some damn self-esteem left.

Why had she done it? What had made her jump into this ill-conceived plan when she knew how it had ended before? Had the obscene rock thrown her brain off kilter? Did she suffer from the now-or-never syndrome, thinking she would die an old spinster if she didn't snag the first guy who showed an interest in her? God, if that were true, he could have proposed to her, just to save face.

But he never did. True, she was his friend and partner and he liked her a lot. She was, despite her somewhat critical and cynical disposition, a great gal to hang around with. He liked cooking with her, watching movies or a sports game with her and going out for a few (sometimes more than a few) drinks after a particularly tough case. But he also appreciated her calm presence whenever he felt like his life was spinning out of control, like it had ever since Cade had come back into his life. God knows he loved his brother dearly, but his disorder made it very difficult to do so without the constant threat of resentment burning at the edges of his heart.

Not to mention the burning guilt he had felt where his heart was supposed to be, ever since finding Savannah's body lifeless and cold on the floor.

Merri understood. Understood the guilt of wanting to be set free from feeling the responsibility for a sibling, from suffering the guilt of being healthy and alive. To have some peace of mind, if only for a little while. She knew how much you could miss someone, even though Cade was officially still there.

Yeah, she was always there for him. So understanding. He really cared for her and wanted her to be happy.

And yet…Chris didn't believe she would be. He just couldn't picture it. Merri being all domestic, having another guy's arms around her, cooking for him, watching movies with him, perhaps even getting pregnant pretty soon, talking china patters and curtains and nurseries, trading her gun for a milk bottle...

Suddenly his heart stopped and bile rose in his throat as the true implications hit him. She would be gone soon. She might not give up her job the first few months, but there was the honeymoon first, then maybe a child on the way, assigning her to a desk job instead. Maternity leave. And even if that didn't happen (a baby), then she still would go straight home to her husband after a busy day. No more meals shared between them, no more movie nights (more often than not with her ending up asleep draped half on top of him) or watching a game together. No more automatically turning toward each other after a hard case.

He had basically lost his very best friend. And she hadn't even acknowledged it. So yeah, he was angry. He had every right to be!

With an angry gesture, he stuffed the remainder of the donut she got him this morning back in the box it had come from, having lost his apatite entirely, which was even more out of character for him than this stifling silence.

If Brody looked shocked (and even a little sad); he pretended not to see it.

**888**

Merri wanted to scream! She had hoped that, after the initial surprise and awkwardness had worn off, things would settle down and she could just go back to doing her job. She'd had no idea that her partner would make it so difficult for her. She had made concessions, hadn't she? Had taken the ring off after Pride pointed out it could be a hindrance in her work? She hadn't even gushed (much) and she hadn't gone all crazy over bridal magazines and venues. She probably didn't want a big wedding do anyway. A simple ceremony in a pretty dress she could reuse would suit her a lot better. After all, it should be about the commitment you made to one another, right? And it wasn't like an almost 40-year old, hardly pristine bride dressed in an immaculate white monstrosity wasn't the least bit pathetic.

So already going without the seemingly required bridezilla behavior, how much more (or less) could she do to stop this man-child next to her from sulking all day? He hadn't even eaten the donut she got him, knowing that he would get crabby and unfocussed without a sugar break (or several) during the day.

His silence started to irk her. Normally, his inane yapping and his constant happy-go-lucky attitude grated on her nerves, but this…this disregard for her? It irked. No, scratch that. It didn't irk, it freakin' hurt! What had she done to deserve this attitude? As far as she knew, she'd always been there for him. Whenever Cade was acting up and he needed a back-up, she was there. Whenever a case was hitting them hard for some reason (more often than not when young children were involved), they would gravitate towards each other for support. So why was this different? Was he really this selfish?

Unable to stand the pressure in the car any longer, she turned to him.

"I'm happy you know."

Why that was the first thing coming out of her mouth, she had no idea. Why it came out as a defense, she didn't know either.

Chris dutifully nodded.

"That's wonderful, Brody. I'm happy for you."

Brody. Not Merri. He was creating as much distance as he could, if not physically, than at least mentally. Professionally. Even his posture had closed off, the warmth he normally radiated all but gone. She was sure the temperature inside the vehicle had just dropped another five degrees. Suppressing a shiver, Meredith looked outside the window, pretending to try and locate their suspect, but not seeing much of anything as angry tears obscured her vision.

She tried again, against better judgement. Anything was better than this stalemate.

"It doesn't sound like you mean it."

"Well, that makes two of us."

The sharpness in his voice made her turn toward him.

"What the hell is that supposed to mean, LaSalle?"

Last names. Two could play that game.

His eyes were a stormy dark grey and his relaxed smile had morphed into something ugly when he answered.

"I'm happy you know? Didn't come out very convincing, Brody."

"Well I AM! I'm just very disappointed that my friends, my surrogate family can't seem to be happy for me too!"

"I would be if I didn't think you were making one hell of a mistake! And doing it knowingly and willingly too!"

"Who says I'm making a mistake? If I want to get married, which I do, than I damn well can, LaSalle, and I don't need either your permission or your blessing."

"Then stop asking for it. Stop mentioning it. Go ahead and get hitched. I…"

With a tired gesture, he swiped his hand over his face and scraped his throat.

"Never mind. You're right. I should be happy for you. I'll try. I just….I'll try."

She wanted to snap at him again, tell him that if it was that much trouble, he should just forget it, but something in the way he said it made her change her mind and clamp her mouth shut.

He had sounded so…forlorn. Resigned. Like…

Oh God. He was feeling left out.

How stupid of her. How incredibly inconsiderate. No wonder he was angry. She hadn't even stopped for one second to take into account how she had singlehandedly changed the dynamic of their duo. She had thrown him a curveball and had expected him to catch it and simply go on without a backwards glance. Like nothing would change between them.

While everything would.

The guilt hit her like a ton of bricks and the confinements of the car weren't big enough to hold it all in. She needed to say something, do something, but her words got stuck in her throat, their implications burning a painful hole in her esophagus, making it hard to swallow. She tried a weak apology, knowing it wasn't enough.

"Chris, I…"

And somehow, the reassuring hand on her knee did little to calm her. Neither did his soft, infinitely sad voice.

"We'll work it out, Brody. No need to feel upset."

Too late for that now.

**888**

What a day. He had no idea how he got through it, but by God, he did. And he was happy to have the house to himself, since Cade was still with their momma.

Yet, being alone in the house made him fidgety. He had long since redecorated the place after Savannah's death, but sometimes the mere idea of him relaxing on the couch a few steps from where he had found her was too much for him to take. His first instinct was to go out; but he didn't have the energy for it. Besides, he had promised Kind he would tone down the hunt for female company and would not let him down.

The next idea was to text Merri and ask her to come over. It had always been the ideal solution; having the female company he enjoyed, even with the added tension of a sexual spark, without the compulsion to drag her off to bed with him (okay, okay, the compulsion was there, of course there was, he was neither blind nor stupid, but Merri was no one-night-stand material and he had always respected the boundaries of their partnership). But not even a second after he instinctively started typing the message, today's reality came crashing down on him and he quickly deleted his invitation, heading for the fridge to find himself a cold beer instead.

There would never be any more if these impromptu sessions between them. She had another man to go home to now at the end of the day. If the guy had actually learned how to stay put this time. He wasn't too keen on picking up the pieces after James was done with his path of destruction, no matter how appealing it seemed to his more masochistic side to hold a crying Meredith Brody in his arms.

And damn it he hadn't meant to scream at her in the car. She'd been close to tears and really, he could have kept his cool a little better. A lot better.

This was her choice and he had better learn to be supportive if he didn't want to lose all of her. If he was about to lose her as a working partner, that would be bad enough (though he supposed Sonja would do just fine when she had a little more training behind her belt), but he was loathe to lose her as a friend too, even if they would have to redefine their relationship.

Would it hurt? Like hell, probably, but if anyone was worth the pain, it was her.

Cold beer in one hand, a hastily thrown together sandwich in the other, he sat down on the couch, zapping through the channels of his TV until he found a basketball game, turning the sound up so he wouldn't have to hear his own mulling thoughts.

It helped nada. His mind remained stubbornly focused on one subject.

He had no idea how or when she had become the most important person in his life, when his own world had started to orbit around her, when she had become his center.

But it had happened. She had happened and now he was feeling like a lost little puppy. And a resentful one at that. While part of it was directed at her, another, bigger part blamed life in general. Hadn't he had enough shit happen to him lately? Hadn't losing Savannah been enough? Or trying to guide Cade from one episode to another without time to breathe? Or trying to track down all the bad people in the city before they could hurt someone serving their country?

Was he never to have a lucky break? Find someone to love? For real, not counting the willing women he had lured into his lair these past few months? He had once thought he would always have an endless source of love and happiness to give and that someday, as long as he gave it to the right people, it would pay off, one way or another. But lately he felt like he would run out very soon. Between the murder of his girlfriend and his brother's illness, he was completely depleted of his once so overflowing cup of generous goodness.

He had needed Merri, had counted on her, more than he realized and perhaps more than he should have, to replenish it, even though friendship was all they ever shared. It had been enough, but now that that source was dwindling down (no matter what they both would do, Chris wasn't fooled into believing it would be even remotely the same), he wasn't sure he wouldn't fall into depression himself.

And then who would take care of both brothers LaSalle? King? Loretta? NCIS?

God help him, he was doomed.

Without Merri, he was worthless.

_Thanks for reading. I have fourteen more chapters to go. Hope you'll stick with me._


	2. Chapter 2

**A/N**: Hi everyone, here's the second chapter! Enjoy!

**Disclaimer**: See chapter 1

The days after Merri's announcement were strained. Though she insisted on having a small wedding and tried not to go overboard boring her colleagues to death with planning details (though Sonja kept bringing over every bridal magazine she seemed to be able to get her hands on; all of a sudden eager to please the older female agent), she felt her partner retreating from her. He was as clever and quirky as ever, would never willingly put her in any danger and would catch a bullet for her without a second thought, but they hadn't shared a casual dinner anymore and he had stopped blatantly taking everything on her desk and using it as his own. And whereas in the beginning, his lack of physical boundaries had grated on her nerves, she had to admit to missing it now.

Missing him was more accurate.

Of course she didn't particularly blame him. In fact, she knew how hard he was trying to be supportive, that his retreating from her was only because he wanted to get used to the new situation as soon as possible.

As did she. She loved James, really she did. But being with him on a more regular basis, having him around whenever she was home, it was…weird. Good weird, obviously, but weird. There were a lot of things, small things, he did differently than her. He wasn't the least bit domestic and since Merri herself wasn't Suzy Homemaker either, her small guesthouse was a minefield of discarded shirts and socks that never made it anywhere near the hamper. There were other issues (domestic, political) they didn't agree on and sometimes she wondered if she knew him at all.

But she would get to know him right? If he was going to be her husband, she'd better start putting some stock in his opinions, standing by him more often instead of always putting her own thoughts and ideas first. Also; what was the harm in picking up after him? He was so used to living on the road or in a hotel room; it was no wonder it took time for him to realize his bed wasn't made by maids and no mints were left on his pillow.

Too bad he wasn't much of a sparring partner. She and Chris could disagree on something, vehemently sometimes, but then have an honest discussion about it, always coming out somewhere in the middle and still appreciating the other ones valid points. Plus, there weren't many big things they disagreed on at all. Despite of their overall mirrored upbringing, their opinions on the important things in life were mostly the same. They lived by a similar moral code.

James however didn't just disagree with her, he would often insinuate that as a reporter, he had seen more of the world than the average person (conveniently forgetting that her job hadn't bound her to a chair in one spot either) and therefor his opinions of that day were tomorrow's facts. He simply was never wrong and whenever she dared to make an opposite statement or challenge the many idiosyncrasies in his own words, he would look at her with a rather condescending smile and agree just to placate her. It annoyed her, but when she called him out on it, he had merely shrugged and told her he wanted to keep the peace between them.

She wondered if this way of peacekeeping would be conducive for their longtime relationship. But then again, neither would her comparing everything he did to Chris. With the latter always seemingly doing it better.

He was on her mind way too much considering she was wearing (or at least carrying) another man's ring. But for now, she was okay with chalking it up to the fact that Chris was with her at work and that said work was hardly a cushy 9 to 5 office cubicle job.

As again was proven that very same moment. They'd been chasing a suspect down the streets, after he had wriggled himself free from Merri's grip and managed to push her away from him. She had tripped and fallen over the garbage can he had pulled over to slow down her progress. Though she wasn't hurt, it had taken her a moment to get back up on her feet again and he now had quite a head start on her. Chris yelled at her that he had found a shortcut and would attempt to cut off the fleeing perp. Unfortunately the guy still managed to force a delivery truck to a stop, pull the scared young driver out of his seat and get in.

Chris came running out of a side street and tried to orient himself, but before he got a good view of the situation, the truck came up behind him and he slammed to the ground, the mirror of the truck hitting him hard in the left shoulder blade as he half turned and tried too late to jump out of the way.

"Chris!"

Her scream sounded panicky even in her own ears when she watched her partner fall. It had happened out of her line of sight, so she couldn't have warned him and she was too far away to or be of any help. She immediately called for an ambulance, all the while running after the quickly disappearing truck.

Merri fired a few shots, but the truck was moving too fast and swerving to avoid the bullets and she couldn't get a direct hit. Their suspect got away. At least the delivery truck was painted a lurid green and wouldn't be so hard to track down and the driver, though shaking on his feet, was otherwise unharmed and clear enough to make a statement. She left him with Pride, who had come too late to be of any assistance, which angered him to no end.

Merri ran over to check on her partner. He was conscious, lucid and livid, cursing his bad luck, bad aim and clutching his aching shoulder. She nearly had to club him over the head to get him to agree to go get into the ambulance which had just arrived to take him to the hospital. Without asking for permission, she clambered in Chris' truck and followed them. At the ER, they made an X-ray, reset his dislocated shoulder and sent him on his way with his arm in a sling and a prescription for some painkillers which Merri knew would never be filled. Chris hated taking medication of any kind.

And therefore it was normal procedure for her to drive him back to their headquarters, march him straight into their bathroom, order him to take of his shirt (ignoring the suggestive wiggle of his eyebrows and the grin that threatened to split his face in half, despite of the pain he was still in) and have him sit down on the bench in front of her. Straddling the bench, she applied cooling lotion on the darkening bruise where his shoulder blade had slammed against the side mirror of the truck.

And it was just her concern for his health and wellbeing (and seeing the nasty deep purple bruising with the outline of the mirror imprinted on it) that made her touch stay light and tender and that made her bite her lower lip to shreds whenever he would groan in pain.

Or moan in pleasure, which he did too, though she knew he was trying to disguise it. Which he never had before.

This wasn't the first time she had put her hands on a bare part of his skin that was hard for him to reach. Sonja was not really the caring type and he was probably too embarrassed to ask Pride, so chores like these had always landed on her plate. Not that she had ever minded. She'd always taken his comments and moans with a grain of salt, knowing the man had no bodily shame (no reason for it either) and didn't mean anything demeaning by it other than to get a rise out of her for his own amusement. His shit-eating grin when she would whack him on the head pretty much said it all.

He never had to know that yes; it did in fact make her body temperature rise a few notches. Why wouldn't it? She was a warm blooded female, not ashamed of having a healthy libido and Christopher LaSalle was a gorgeous male specimen, cuts and bruises notwithstanding. And for some reason, the pendant he wore on the necklace she had given him, only added to the attraction she was feeling.

But then she would remember they were friends first and foremost, that he was indeed injured and that he was her junior by several years and probably not the least bit interested in her as a sexual partner. Besides, then there was Savannah to take into account. Merri wasn't quite sure he had successfully put her murder behind him; at least not enough to start a relationship. And she also knew that she cared about Chris too much to even consider having a casual romp between the sheets with him, no matter how satisfactory that activity was bound to be.

And now there was James to be considered and Merri knew Chris was trying to be a gentleman this time, his way of acknowledging the eminent change in their friendship.

It really shouldn't hurt, nor should the quick way he yanked his shirt back over his head when she was done. Instead of him letting her know he respected her new status as an engaged woman, it felt like her hands had tainted him somehow; her touch more an invasion of privacy than a cure for his ache.

"Thanks, Brody."

Even his voice was strained and he was still only using her last name. In order not to let him see her conflicted feelings, Merri just nodded and headed to the sink to wash the residual lotion from her hands, rubbing them harder than necessary just to try (in vain) to get rid of the emotions whirling through her.

She had given James a massage the night before. Not because he was injured, but because she thought he might like it. He had liked it and they had made love afterwards. And it had been good.

Then why, as she closed her eyes, was it Chris' skin she felt underneath her fingertips?

What the hell was wrong with her?
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Boy was he relieved the day was over. It had been a doozy. First, Merri seemed to be in an agitated mood (trouble in paradise already?), then their suspect was less than cooperative, not to mention a fast runner, then he sees his partner fall, giving the perp a head start and before he knows it, he feels himself get barreled over by a truck, dislocating his shoulder, sending his partner into a frenzy.

Sure, he knows he's lucky she still cares, what with the way he's been treating her since her engagement (he's not trying to upset her, but they're having a lot of difficulty finding their footing around each other these days), but her nagging him to go to the hospital was not helping lifting his mood. Chris got pretty angry and volatile when he was either in pain or outsmarted by one of the bad guys. Today, he was both.

Of course she was right in pushing him into the ambulance, where his shoulder was set again, the X-rays showing that it was miraculously only dislocated and badly bruised, but not showing any fractures or deep tissue damage. Which was the only good news.

Then came the worst part: getting back to HQ and realizing he had nobody else to help him with the cooling antibacterial lotion he was given at the pharmacy along with the painkillers he would never take. Nobody but bloody Merri.

He'd handed her the tube and she had taken it without comment, avoiding all eye contact as she told him to take his shirt off and sit down on the narrow bench in front of her.

Getting lotion rubbed over a painful muscle never used to be this much of a strain before, but now?

He used to love trying to get a rise out of Merri, loved to see her flushed face whenever he made a noise of pleasure (never having to fake it, really), which she never quite knew how to hide from him, no matter how suave she thought she was.

Merri was a pretty gal after all and it was hardly a punishment to have her gentle hands touch him. And at the risk of sounding arrogant, Chris knew he had no reason to be ashamed of his appearance, nor his manners, really. It was all in good fun.

The fun was over though. Regardless of the fact Merri didn't wear her ring during working hours, none of them ever forgot she was engaged, which automatically meant that however harmless their flirtations (by lack of better description) might have seemed in the past, they ought to stop.

Applying the cooling lotion was to be nothing more than helping out a partner. Like handing a band aid or getting a drink of water. As long as it wasn't serious enough to need a doctor. When in doubt, they could always consult Loretta.

He would have asked the kind pathologist to help him out when they were supposed to stop by the morgue later, if the idea of her handling dead bodies day after day with those same hands didn't give him the heebie-jeebies. Other than her, there were only King or Sebastian to ask and that was….no. Talking about heebie-jeebies. Awkward would not even begin to cover it.

He'd done his best, hadn't he? Not to make it too weird for her? Not to rile her up like he used to? To make it strictly a kind request, totally PG? To hide the fact he missed their playfulness?

And yet…

He suppressed another groan, one that had absolutely nothing to do with the quickly receding pain in his shoulder. Well, at least the stuff was working.

The resentment he had felt when Merri (he had to start thinking of her as Brody or, better yet, Special Agent Brody) had first announced her engagement had faded (mostly). What remained was a constant dull ache, like a rotten tooth you kept prodding at with your tongue. Where once there was a list of fun stuff to do on their nights and weekends off, there was now an equally long list of do's and don'ts (especially don'ts) in Brody's presence.

No more roguish winks sent her way to try and make her blush so deliciously.  
>No more stealing food or coffee from her desk, completely disregarding the fact she had already taken a bite or sip and they were swapping bodily fluids by proxy.<br>No more allowing invading thoughts about how much fun it would be to swap those fluids in some other way.  
>No more innuendo poorly disguised as help with her crossword puzzles.<br>No more help with her crossword puzzles at all since he probably couldn't help himself.  
>No more casually leaning a little too close over her shoulder to catch a whiff of her sweet, clean scent.<br>No more digging through her go-bag to try and identify the source of said scent.

They were all innocent enough in his mind, but he had a distinct feeling that to any woman's fiancé, it may not seem that way. And he would never ever intentionally embarrass his partner (work partner only) in front of the man she planned on spending the rest of her life with.

Only after he watched her wipe her hands and retreat from the bathroom, did Chris let out the breath he was holding, coming out as more of a sad sigh.

How could he miss her already, only minutes after she had been so tantalizingly close to him? And how was he supposed to get over that?

What the hell was wrong with him?


	3. Chapter 3

**A/N**: Thanks to those who took the time to let me know they like my story so far, whether by reviews or adding me to their alert/favorite lists. And welcome to chapter 3, where we'll go bridal gown shopping!

**Disclaimer**: Meet the first OC of the story: Viv. Hope you like her. Other than Viv, I don't own anything.

Merri wanted to scream! Her level of tolerance was always low when it came to girly BS, but this was just pushing it.

She was standing in a bridal shop, on a Saturday morning. Which wasn't too smart to begin with, but she would be damned before she took a day off for something like dress shopping! Heck, she would have been a lot happier if she could have just picked something and order it online. But of course there weren't any bridal dresses for sale online that didn't fall into her ever increasing "oh puh-lease" category.

So she had given in and looked up some addresses of bridal shops. Where she now felt extremely exposed, even if she knew she had a pretty nice, well-trained body which didn't show a lot of decay for being almost forty. But she was, admittedly, not wearing her most flattering underwear, again having stalled doing her laundry until nothing but her most ancient stuff was clean. On top of that, she felt herself getting increasingly annoyed at the blustering salesladies who did not seem to understand she didn't want any frilly girly drapery that would make her feel like a meringue and set her back two paychecks, even if her parents had offered to pay for a wedding dress whenever she would finally tie the knot. As it was, she hadn't even told them she was getting married at all, since she didn't feel like inviting her overbearing mother over to come pick out her dress (and everything else for that matter), a condition she was sure would have come with the offer.

From the moment she walked in, alone (she didn't need an entourage; this was not an episode of 'Say yes to the dress' and she was perfectly capable of making up her own mind), she had been clear, or so she thought. No lace, no bling, no pouf, no princess skirt, no veil. Just something clean and modest. And preferably with a price tag that didn't require a second job to pay off.

Now, ninety minutes and eleven dresses later, the best they had come up with that was supposed to match up to her long list of no's, was something in between a nightgown and a Halloween costume. Too white, too wide and looking like something her grandmother would have worn to bed to ward off her grandfather's advances. No wonder her mother was an only child.

The elderly of the two salesladies (hastily being dragged into the session by her poor haggard young colleague), was fluttering around her like a killing bee on speed, straightening the fabric here and there and tut-tutting about her less than elegant posture (elegance was not a requirement in the NCIS job description) while her colleague was sent somewhere deeper into the war zone to find the accessories that were supposed to somehow magically turn this monstrosity into the dress of her dreams, never mind that said dress probably didn't exist.

When she came back with pretty much everything Merri had told her explicitly not to get, the thoroughly annoyed bride to be gave up. Without paying either lady any more attention, she stalked back to the dressing room and yanked the offending garment over her head, tossing it aside with little regard as she stepped into her jeans and pulled the shirt over her head. The shirt was a darker shade of blue and smelled vaguely like…oh hell, how did she end up wearing one of her partner's shirts? Probably since it was the only clean thing she could find in her drawer this morning and she figured it was her fiancé's. Chris must have left it at her place ages ago after one of their movie nights ended up with him staying over. On the couch, that is. She must have forgotten to give it back to him. Oh well, it was what she'd been wearing walking into this place, so she'd be wearing it to get as far away as possible from her definition of hell!

Were there really women who did this for fun?

She tried to call James to come and pick her up. He'd borrowed her car earlier (his was in the shop), and had dropped her off at the mall before he had to be at a meeting with his editor, who wasn't too pleased that one of his best investigative journalist had asked for more local assignments for the foreseeable future.

James didn't answer his phone, so his meeting must not have ended yet. Feeling lost and still way too hyped up to wander around the crowded mall on a Saturday afternoon (she's also missed lunch by now), she shrugged and sent a quick text to her partner.

_At the Mall. Done with dress shopping. James took my car. Can you please come pick me up? Please, please, please?_

As she was scanning the place for an empty bench, her phone buzzed with a message from Chris.

_Salesladies scare ya, Brody? Or ya got a lace-overdose? _

Damn him for knowing her so well. She could almost hear him chuckle. Bastard.

_Shut up and get your ass over here, LaSalle!_

_Alright, keep your panties on. I can be there in twenty minutes. South entrance parking. Coffee and beignets would be nice, thanks._

She sent her thanks back and found a cafeteria, where she ordered his coffee exactly the way she knew he liked it, as well as one for herself and a dozen of the pastry Chris had wanted her to get. By the time her order was processed and she walked out of the busy mall, biting in her first beignet to stop her lunch-deprived stomach from roaring like a black bear and alarming the entire mall, she spotted Chris' truck. Relieved he was there, she headed toward him, handing him his drink and the bag of pastries when he opened the passenger door for her.

"Thanks, Brody."

"No thank you for coming to the rescue."

He grinned his lopsided grin. The one that usually either landed him in trouble or in a woman's bed. If that was not the same.

"That bad?"

"Horrible. How do other women do this?"

"What, be a bride to be?"

"Yes, and liking it too!"

"Dunno, partner. I ain't never been a bride."

"Good thing. I don't think a dress would work for you."

"I beg to differ, ma'am. I think I have great legs for a mini skirt."

Merri rolled her eyes at him, but couldn't hide her amusement for long at the mental image of her partner (who, admittedly, had very nice legs; if a bit hairy) dressed in a short lacy frilly mini-dress.

He grinned again and after taking a sip of his coffee and a bite of a beignet, set the car in motion.

"Whereto, miss Brody?"

Even talking with his mouth full, he was trying to be a gentleman.

"Home I guess, I'm done shopping for now."

"May I suggest something first?"

"Sure. What did you have in mind?"

He glanced sideways, eyes sparkling.

"You trust me?"

"Against better judgment."

It earned her a glare, belied by the grin that followed.

"Good. Now no more questions. I won't let you down."

Merri nodded her consent. After all, she did trust her partner explicitly and without reserve. She simply leaned back in her seat and enjoyed her drink and (though he would have to kill her before she admitted it) the lovely cheesy country music station he was listening to, even singing along with the songs he knew in his sweet Alabama lilt.

Her earlier irritation seeped from her body and she was lulled into a sense of utter peace and relaxation.

Meanwhile, Chris was driving them away from the crowdedness of downtown New Orleans, veering off to the interstate.

"Chris, where the hell are we going?"

"Bama."

It came out so stoically, she almost forgot to be surprised.

"Eh, why?"

"Thought you trusted me, partner."

"I do trust you."

"Then you'll see."

No matter how hard she tried after that, there was no coaxing their final destination out of him. When they arrived in Mobile, Alabama, Chris took them to a neighborhood that looked neat and well-kept, far away from the hustle and bustle she knew her vivacious partner preferred. She had no idea what they were doing there, but she actually did trust him, so she was more curious than worried.

He finally stopped in what looked like a small shopping area, filled with thrift shops and boutiques. Gallantly helping her out of the truck, he took her hand without thinking and walked into one of the nicer looking places, calling out a name as he stepped over the threshold.

"Viv, you there sweetheart?"

A small, dark skinned and extremely elegant looking lady in her early sixties appeared from behind a curtain in the back of the shop, squealing in obvious delight when she recognized her visitors, or one of them at least.

"Christopher LaSalle, it's been ages! Where have you been, boy?"

She smothered Merri's partner in an affectionate hug, which he returned with a genuinely pleased smile.

"You know me Viv. Fighting the bad guys, getting into trouble, saving the damsels."

Merri snorted at that, earning herself a look of disapproval from Viv and a roguish grin (that definitely did NOT set her stomach aflutter) from Chris.

"It's good to see you. What brought you to my place today? And who is this pretty lady you brought with you?"

Without thinking it over, Chris grabbed Merri's hand again and pulled her forward a little.

"Viv, meet my partner Merri. She's looking for a wedding dress and I figured you'd have something she'd like. Can you help her?"

The elderly lady squealed again in delight, pulling Merri into a warm hug, all the while scolding Chris.

"Why didn't you say you were getting married, naughty boy? And to such a beauty too! I'll be glad to help your bride find the perfect dress, but you got to go, dear. No groom should see his bride in her gown before the wedding. So shoo, shoo."

She was trying to push him out the door, but luckily, Chris managed to speak up before being forced away by this surprisingly strong little lady.

"Viv, Viv, hold on. Merri's the one getting hitched, not me. I'm her work partner, not the groom."

It worked. He was released from the iron grip. However, he wished he could be released from the hollow feeling in his stomach as well. Perhaps leaving this place until Merri was done wasn't such a bad idea after all.

Completely ignoring him now that her mind was focused on his partner, Viv let Chris stand where he was and gently pushed Merri further into the store, measuring tape at the ready.

The next thirty minutes found him sitting on a chair in the back of the store, listening to, but not seeing the flurry of activity behind the curtains of the dressing room. For some reason, he was fidgety. He toyed with his phone, leafed through a discarded newspaper (only two days old), stood, sat down again…

The curtain was finally pushed aside and Merri stepped out, looking uncertainly at him.

His heart stopped for a second and he hoped she hadn't seen his convulsive swallowing. Fighting the urge to wipe his suddenly sweaty hands on his jeans, he give her a (hopefully) friendly smile. Yet his voice almost betrayed him, sounding way too raspy for his own liking.

"Oh Merri, you…"

He was at a loss for words. The dress was an ivory silk sleek gown, showing off her well-trained figure and maintaining the perfect balance between sexy and stylish. The neckline was modest, the small train adding length, the split showing just enough curvy leg, but what did him in was the bare back, giving him a view he knew he would never get out of his mind.

Merri smiled at the genuine compliment of her partner, the look of open admiration and the lack of words warming her heart. It felt strange to be standing here before him in what was to be her wedding dress and not for the first time, she wondered why they seemed to be tugging at the set boundaries of their partnership, going from friends to barely talking to sharing something this…well… intimate with him in the time span of just a few weeks.

The overexposure made her feel nervous and though she had every intention of buying this dress (the price was fair and she knew she wouldn't find anything closer to what she was looking for anywhere) she couldn't wait to change out of it and get back into her more comfortable, everyday clothing that would at least wipe away the look of utter adoration from her partner's face. She could handle him better in her normal outfit.

Even if said outfit was partly his; a detail she hoped he would overlook.

Ten minutes and a ten percent discount (for friends of friends) later, Merri stepped out into the balmy afternoon, the box which contained her dress in her arms, waiting for Chris, who was lingering in the store for reasons she could only guess.

Inside the store, it was Viv who had stopped her partner from following her out. She had known the LaSalle family for years (being a friend of the boy's mother) and had watched Chris grow up in the shadow of his troubled brother. Never having been blessed with children of her own, she loved the young man like he was of her own flesh and blood and often complimented him for his good manners, his patience and his resilience, which he had needed more than most children and young adults while growing up.

She hoped more than anything that he would find some happiness of his own. When he had stepped in with the pretty lady and had asked for a wedding dress, her heart had surged. Her boy had finally found the one! Obviously she had known Savannah as well, but though she was sad the woman had died before her time, she was never a fan of her as a life partner for the youngest of the LaSalle boys. The girl had never had the kind of personality Chris needed.

No, this lady was better, so much better for him. More mature, smarter and stronger. Less naïve and fragile looking. It had taken all of her skills to maintain her composure when Chris announced that he wasn't this lady's groom-to-be. Not that it was any of her business (because if it was, behold…), but her motherly heart had seen the sadness in his eyes, the dejectedness in his voice, the slight slump of his shoulders.

No doubt in her mind that Christopher was in love and no doubt either that this woman loved him too. Why she wanted to marry another man was a mystery to her, but as she was gently folding the dress she had known would fit this woman like a glove, into the flat white box, she had not even a shadow of a doubt that this dress would not be worn for the intended event.

That was one wedding that would never take place.

Viv would never claim to be a fortune teller of any kind, but she did have great human instincts and had learned a long time ago to listen to her gut feeling first.

Today her gut was telling her that Chris LaSalle would not lose this lady quite yet. Not to whomever it was she had promised to say yes to. Her heart wasn't in it. Her eyes were dull and she hadn't shared even one specific character trade of her fiancé. Normally, people who were in love gushed constantly about their beloved but other than a name, Merri hadn't divulged a single thing.

And then there was that LOOK. With capitals indeed. As she stepped out of the curtained off dressing area and her eyes caught those of Chris, the air had crackled and sizzled like before an upcoming thunderstorm. It had given Viv goosebumps and for a lady who had seen it all, that was saying a lot.

Merri had obviously been spooked by it, because she had hastily retreated behind the curtains and Chris? He had scraped his throat and found his way to the bathroom to cool off. When Merri came back out in her normal clothes they had avoided all eye contact and as Viv had packed the dress in tissue paper before gently placing it in the box, Chris had pretended to get a series of messages on his phone.

The young man's partner had stepped outside after a softly uttered thank you, but Viv knew she could not let the boy go like this. Her forlorn little boy. The son she'd always wished she had.

"Do not fret Christopher."

"What do you mean, Viv?"

Chris knew people considered the wizened elderly lady as somewhat clairvoyant, but his job had taught him to be at least a bit cynical to those claiming to know more about what happened between heaven and earth, especially while working in a city like New Orleans. But he was not in that city now and he loved this lady so much and held her in such esteem that he would never be impolite to her, even if he had a hard time believing her sometimes.

"Mind my words, dear boy, that this is a wedding that will never take place. You haven't lost her yet."

A small, wrinkled hand softly squeezed his own.

"Don't give up on her, son."

There was nothing to say to that. He nodded, hoping she would be right, but not daring to put much stock into her firm faith.

The way it was now, Merri Brody would soon become Mrs. Lathom. And there wasn't a damn thing he could do about it.

The ride back to her home was mostly silent, but instead of the comfortable atmosphere on the way to the store, it was stifled and filled with things that should never be mentioned out loud. And no matter how many times he turned up the volume of his radio, the noise couldn't drown out the silence between the partners. Her car was parked outside her home and she gave a little smile. Perhaps seeing her fiancé and spending some quality time with him would remind her she made the right choice again.

She didn't want to think of the reason why she needed to be reminded of that in the first place. Nor did she want to think of the fact that every time she thought of her dress, it was her partner's face that came to her mind's eye.

She was going mad.

Without looking Chris in the eye, she thanked him and got out of the car like the devil was chasing her, grabbing the box with the dress from the back seat as nothing more than an unfortunate afterthought.

The slamming of the car door sounded a lot like his heart breaking into hundreds of little pieces.

He was going crazy.

_Reviews are much appreciated little gifts. Please leave one. Thank you very much!_


	4. Chapter 4

**A/N**: Okay, now she has a dress, but not without a struggle. And Merri's problems are far, far from over. Read and find out…

**Disclaimer**: No new characters in this chapter, so none of it is mine…

She entered the house with the box underneath her arm, greeting James as he emerged from the kitchen, where he'd been making himself some dinner. He kissed her sweetly and Merri, still trying to wash away the guilt of once again painting him in a negative light, kissed him back with all the eagerness she could muster.

"How was your day, darling?"

James was already walking back to the kitchen, forcing Merri to follow him or talk to his back, something she quite resented as it made her feel not at all important; as if he merely asked her these questions out of courtesy, yet couldn't save her a moment's time to actually hear the answer. She put the box on the kitchen table and poured herself a drink, not offering him anything. If he could be rude; so could she.

"It was great. I found a really nice dress."

"Good. I'm happy. I know you were dreading the dress shopping. Where did you find it?"

"Just a small boutique."

She was hesitant to tell him she had crossed two state lines to find a dress. It sounded ridiculous. Plus, if she did, it meant she would have to explain where she had gotten the idea from as well as how she had gotten there, as he knew she did not have many female friends who could have taken her to a specific little place in Alabama they happened to know about.

She had forgotten that the name of the boutique was printed on the box, the address in smaller print underneath. She could tell the moment he had read it as his eyebrows knotted together in a confused frown.

"Mobile, Alabama? You actually went to Alabama for a wedding dress?"

Immediately defensive, Merri countered.

"Is that such a big deal? It's not like I flew to Paris or something. I just couldn't find anything I liked in the bridal stores downtown."

"So you just did what, call a taxi? Hopped on a bus and decided Mobile was the right place to be? And there you just happened to come across a store named 'Vivacious'? Or did one of your many, many friends know about this magical place?"

Why did it bother him so much? She had known he wouldn't understand, but hadn't counted on such a display of hostility. What was going on here?

"What does it matter where I went? I got the perfect dress. Would you please drop it?"

"Not unless you tell me what gave you the idea to go there. And how you got there."

Getting angry now, Merri huffed.

"I don't have to tell you anything, James. I'm not your child or your slave and I don't answer to you. Not if your question is about you not trusting me and trying to control me instead of you actually showing some interest in my comings and goings."

His look could only be described as menacing when he turned to face her.

"Oh but I am interested in my fiancé's whereabouts, especially when it's perfectly clear she's not being honest with me."

"How am I not being honest with you?"

"If you are, why can't you just tell me you've been traipsing around Mobile with your pal Chris? Or did you think I wouldn't recognize his truck pulling up front?"

Chris. Of course. There was the rub. But still…

"I didn't tell you because it's not a big deal. He's a friend. A good friend. Am I not allowed to have friends anymore?"

"Sure you are. But you spend an awful lot of time with him. And now you go bridal shopping with him too? Don't you have any female friends to do this with? Or at least a gay guy if you insist on having a man around?"

"Wow, James, I never thought you were this sexist. What the hell does it matter that Chris helped me find my dress? I only asked him to come pick me up from the mall because you took my car to go see your editor."

"And you couldn't have just gotten a taxi home?"

"I could, but that's not the point, is it? The point is, I have found a home, a real family here in New Orleans with my colleagues. We look out for each other. So yeah, I called Chris and he suggested we go to Mobile. He's known the owner of the boutique all his life. It was a suggestion that paid off. I fail to see what the big whoop is all about!"

"Of course you would, Merri. In your world, it's absolutely normal to allow a work partner to integrate into your private life like that. To even allow him to go shopping with you for the most important day of your life!"

"That's because it IS normal, James. And if Chris had been short for Christine instead of Christopher, you wouldn't have batted a damn eyelid!"

"Because then you wouldn't have worshipped the ground he walks upon. Saint Christopher, can never do wrong. Patriot Saint of all desperate women! I just don't get why he has to be around you every damn moment of every damn day!"

"Well, excuse me for not having a nine to five cushy office job, or better yes, sitting home barefoot and pregnant, waiting for my hubby to come home so I can serve him first dinner and then myself on a silver platter! Bad guys usually don't work on the clock, you know. I happen to love my job, and I happen to trust Chris with my life, something you should be grateful for!"

She was yelling at full force now, angry tears springing in her eyes and her emotions so conflicted she didn't know how to begin to unravel them.

"Yeah, grateful. Of course. That's how it feels. My bride could just as well be married to her damn job. Or her partner if she trusts him so much."

Merri let out a cynical laugh.

"Married to the job, huh? Now isn't that the pot calling the kettle black? Weren't you the one who walked away from our first engagement because of some assignment he couldn't afford to pass on?"

"Still lording that over me?"

"Just when it's fitting."

"I don't think it is. I made that mistake years ago and you are making one now."

He left her standing there in the kitchen as he stalked away.

"I'm going out. Don't wait up."

The door smashed closed behind her, leaving her too shocked to move.
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Time sped by in a flurry. Three hard, time and energy consuming cases kept the small NCIS team occupied from early morning till very late in the evening. Her work and arranging wedding related things prevented Merri and Chris from having any kind of communication that wasn't case-related. Perhaps the frantic pace was for the best, since at the very least it didn't give them any time to dwell on uncertain feelings and shifting friendships.

James had come back the morning after their fight, with flowers and chocolates and a series of apologies that sounded hollow and insincere. Perhaps it would have been better to just call it quits, but with the big event just around the corner, both their stubborn streaks prevailed over what their hearts had known all along. And so they kissed and made up and pretended it was just one more hurdle they had successfully smoothed over.

Before either one of them was well aware, there was only a week to go before the wedding would take place. Merri had given out invitations to Linda, Laurel, Loretta, Sonja (and Abigail Borin when she showed up for a case; or just to see King; as Chris teased his friend) for a hens party later that week at Loretta's place and Chris, Pride, Patton and Sebastian had received a stag party invitation from James, who had done so more out of courtesy to his bride than anything else, knowing he'd better make friends with the people she worked with, including her hated partner. Pride had offered his bar as a location, since James didn't know the city that well yet.

Both parties were held that evening. Chris wasn't planning to go. He knew Pride would make an appearance out of courtesy (and well, it was his bar; so it would only be logical) and that Patton would probably be there too just because he liked a good party, but Chris was not a masochist. He'd had his share of self-mutilation when he had wanted to scratch his eyeballs out after his and Merri's visit to Viv. He wouldn't torture himself even more by forcing himself to interact with the groom, who wasn't very fond of him either.

There was the wedding to get through as well, which would take all of his energy and self-control. Only his love for his partner and his respect for her decision would prevent him from standing up in the middle of the small ceremony and object. He would hold his peace, bite his tongue to a bleeding pulp if this…sad mistake was what she thought would make her happy.

Oh yes, he knew he loved her. He wasn't that stupid. It might have taken him a while (and a drunken conversation with Loretta and King) to admit it out loud, but he had always known.

God, he still felt chills when he thought about that evening, a few nights ago, when he found the invitation on his desk. He'd lingered at the office long enough for King to recognize his need for a man-to-man conversation and had gladly accepted the offer of staying for dinner. He'd opened his first beer as his boss, mentor and surrogate father figure assembled his pots and pans. When the gentle pathologist had wandered in, an extra place was set without question. Two hours, a full plate of jambalaya, four beers and half a bottle of wine later, Chris was tipsy and morose enough to open up, both King and Loretta listening to his drunken rant.

"_She's making a huge mistake."_

"_It's her life, Christopher. We're her friends. We should be happy for her. Support her."_

"_How can I support her when I think she's being all kinds of stupid?! He doesn't love her, she doesn't love him, she deserves better, someone who truly loves her."_

Someone who truly loves her…that was the big ass whooping moment, kicking him with all the subtlety of a sledgehammer, leaving him quite winded and suddenly nauseous (although that could have been the alcohol too).

"_Someone like me, damn it! I love her. Good God, help me, I'm in love with Merri freaking Brody-soon-to-be-Lathom!"_

He'd started crying then, big crocodile tears, unfiltered by his alcohol impaired brain. What was he supposed to do now? Why hadn't he realized the danger of the flirtatious games he was playing with her? When did he allow himself to get in too deep?

He'd almost handed in his resignation then and there, but his boss and friend was sober enough to ignore the offered badge and gun and escort the drunken agent to a bed in his guest room upstairs. When LaSalle had woken up the next morning, groggy and disoriented, there was a glass of water, a glass of orange juice and two aspirin on his bedside table, together with a note to inform him that Pride and Brody were chasing down some leads and wouldn't be in till lunch time. He was ordered to take his time, take a shower, get some breakfast and go see what Patton was up to with their latest suspect's laptop.

None of them mentioned his confession again, but when he had asked Pride to convey his excuses to the groom, the older man had merely nodded, putting his hand on his junior agent's uninjured shoulder.

"I'll tell him not to expect you, but Christopher, what are you going to do about the wedding itself?"

"Dunno. I…do you think Merri would be very upset if I didn't show up?"

"Maybe. She is your partner and friend, Christopher and this is a very important day to her. But I'd understand if some emergency would come up…"

Chris gave a wan smile, acknowledging his friend's offer of a way out, one he might want to consider if only running wouldn't have felt like cowardice.

That evening, when all intended attendees had left, Chris found himself lumbering aimlessly through the empty office, looking at Merri's desk, which would remain empty for the next three weeks as she and James were leaving for their Honeymoon immediately after the wedding reception. He felt depressed and lonely, but knew better than to start drinking again, knowing it wouldn't end well when there was nobody around to save him from doing anything stupid.

A white card sticking out from between a stack of paperwork on his partner's desk caught his attention and he carefully plucked it out. It was an invitation to her hen's party.

Before he could talk himself out of it, Chris grabbed his gun, badge, phone and car keys and got on his way.

888

She was actually having a good time. Her guests had guessed correctly that Merri was not your average bride-to-be and wasn't into any game playing or being dressed up like a fool (she saved that for Mardi Gras and Halloween), nor any male strippers for that matter. So they just sat in Loretta's cozy living room and ate and drank and told stories. Just a relaxed time between women who might not have been friends from the start, but who did like each other's company for a few hours.

At one moment, Loretta's doorbell rang. Since they were still expecting some more food they had ordered in, she excused herself and stood from their table. When she came back, her face looked a little worried as she approached the bride to be.

"Merri, you might want to handle this outside."

Curious and a little concerned, Merri followed her friend and coworker outside the house, only to see her partner standing there; looking like a little boy lost, with his hands stuffed deep in his pockets and his eyes looking anywhere but directly at her. Immediately, she thought about Cade, hoping the other LaSalle brother hadn't slipped and messed up again. Of course, if he had, she would be there for Chris, help him in any way she could, even if this was a busy week with her wedding just around the corner.

"Chris, are you okay? Is there something wrong? Cade? Pride? Wait, weren't you supposed to be at James's stag party? Are they alright? Did anything happen?"

Chris shook his head mid-ramble.

"No, no, they're all fine. I just…I didn't want to go. I eh…God this is hard."

He wiped his face in a nervous gesture, before trying again.

"Merri, can you listen for just a few minutes? I know you're having a party over there and I won't keep you long, but…just a few minutes? Please?"

Merri nodded, leading him a little away from the house to a more secluded corner of Loretta's front terrace, where two deckchairs stood and where they could speak more quietly; out of sight and earshot of the other women inside. With a heavy sigh, Chris sat down and gestured for Merri to do the same. Sensing his need for comfort, she put her hand on his and squeezed it gently.

"Talk to me Chris."

"I eh…would you eh…would you be very disappointed if I won't make it to your wedding?"

Taken aback by the unexpected question, Merri gasped. Why wouldn't he want to come? Unless…

"Why wouldn't you come? Is there something wrong? Is it Cade? Is he in any kind of trouble? Because if he is, we should…"

Her voice trailed off, unsure how to proceed. They should what? Postpone the wedding? Run off mid-vow? Where was she going with this? Better yet, where was he?

"No, no, nothing like that. He's fine. But I'm just…"

He stopped again, shaking his head and taking a big gulp of air. When he opened his mouth again, he seemed to have changed his mind.

"You know what? Never mind. I shouldn't have come, it's unfair to bother you with my issues. It's…it's none of your concern and I shouldn't spoil your evening any further. I eh…I'm sorry I can't make it to the wedding. I hope you have a great day."

He stood up from his chair, hesitated for one moment, not daring to look at her, before turning away and stalking off. A few yards away, he suddenly stood stock still, let out a sound that was stuck between whimper and groan, turned around again, came right at her and pulled her in his arms with a desperate force. He was shaking from head to toe, but his hand was gentle when he cupped her face and placed his lips on her own.

And she responded. Heaven help her, but she opened her lips to him, clung to him, granted him access to her mouth, which he greedily accepted. It felt so good, so right, so warm.

So wrong. Oh God, what was she doing?! She ended the kiss abruptly and wriggled free from his grasp, panting hard. Chris did nothing to stop her, struggling to catch his own breath, hands falling limp and useless by his sides and eyes cast downwards, not daring to look her in the eyes and see the destruction his selfish act of despair had caused.

His voice was nothing but a whisper, holding no apology, but a world of regret.

"Be happy, sweet Merri."

Merri stood, frozen in shock as realization and understanding hit her. By the time she could get her befuddled mind out of its haze in order to tell her body to walk, speak, do anything really, he was already in his truck, taillights disappearing fast in the distance.

Christopher LaSalle. Her partner and friend. Who loved her.

Whom she loved.

Oh. Shit.

_Oooh, cliffhanger! Don't worry, I'll update soon. In the meantime, I thank you again for reading and I'd really love to hear from you. Thanks a lot!_


	5. Chapter 5

**A/N**: OK, I must admit, I took some creative liberties with the timeline here. I know normally planning a wedding could take up an entire year, but since this is my interpretation of Merri trying to remain stoic and practical, the wedding is set around the end of May. Short period, since the proposal was on Valentine's Day, but who cares, right? It's my story and I say it can be done.

**A/N II: **Thanks to all who reviewed or put this story on their alert list. Special thanks to Marjorie K. Place and JerichoSteele, for their encouraging comments. Their stories are phenomenal and I recommend them to all.

**Disclaimer**: All characters are owned by CBS, of which I am not a part.

How she managed it; she would never know, but when she came back in; her mask was on firmly and Merri didn't think any of the other women noticed the turmoil in her heart and mind, caused by the man who had just walked out on her, though she thought she saw Loretta glancing at her with concern in her eyes. She avoided being alone with the woman for the rest of the evening.

She'd been so sure, hadn't she? That this wedding, this commitment was what she wanted? That James was the one she wanted it with? That she had made more than a rash decision when she accepted his proposal?

Yes, of course it was the right thing to do! She'd ben over this before and the conclusion was still the same. She did want this, she deserved this. James was a great man and they would have a happy marriage. He would not walk out on her again. That was years ago, when neither one of them was ready. But they were now.

And no, it had nothing, nothing whatsoever to do with her mother's pressure and her own mounting fear of being left out and becoming some old spinster. Neither was this admittedly fast track in any way related to the idea that, according to some, she was way past the years where casual dates and no-strings-attached romps in the bedroom were still appropriate behavior.

Meredith Brody was just ready to grow up and settle down and James Lathom was the right man to settle down with.

So what did it matter that he didn't make her heart soar? That seeing him standing on her doorstep on Valentine's Day hadn't automatically sent any butterflies twirling through her stomach? That sex with him was satisfactory but not the melting of souls she had once believed it should be? She'd just read too many cheesy romance novels in her teens and had stopped believing in this romantic nonsense long time ago.

Chris LaSalle, damn the man to hell, would not defer her course, would not distract her from her plan of action. He may think he was in love with her, but she knew him all too well. He was a player and an incurable flirt. That easygoing lopsided smile of his, combined with his Southern chivalry and his charming (if somewhat thickset) drawl, could lure the most level-headed women straight into his trap. Not that she thought he was overly promiscuous (she knew about his plethora of one-night-stands after Savannah had died; but regarded it as nothing more than a phase in his grieving process), but more that he just couldn't help himself, grieving or not. The man was so incredibly comfortable with women, it was easy for both himself and any lady he encountered to be tricked into believing there was something more going on than superficial infatuation.

Besides, how could this, admittedly, beautiful, special man ever really be in love with her? She wasn't in any way modest or shy, but she did recognize and would not deny their differences in both age as well as upbringing. No matter how she looked at it and despite of the fact they did get along very well, she couldn't help but conclude that, as far as romantic relationships went, she and Chris weren't the most compatible people. And he had to see that too.

So yeah. A temporary infatuation on his side. That's all it was, she was sure of it. Had to be. He was just projecting, having a knee-jerk reaction to the eminent and inevitable shift in their partnership.

And she wouldn't dwell on what it was for her. Chris never meant that much to her. She was just confused by the sweetness of his kiss, combined with the nerves for her wedding and the wine she had drunk. So no more of that for her. It made her feel things that weren't real.

James was real. Her marriage was real. That's what mattered.

Her mind firmly made up, she said goodbye to her friends and walked the few yards back to her home.

The fact she was relieved James wasn't there yet meant nothing. The fact she didn't text him to ask him when he would return meant nothing.

And the fact she pretended to sleep when he did come in and he did nothing to reach out to her as he slipped beneath the covers, meant nothing.

**888**

He'd made a pact with King. Reinforcements were coming from the DC office to fill in for Merri and Dwayne Pride had officially sent Chris on medical leave, his harmless shoulder injury of weeks before suddenly turning out to be a fracture after all. Funny how that happened.

In fact, Chris decided he needed solitude. Normally, when he was in a dark mood, he sought out the busiest places he could think of, if only not to hear his own mulling thoughts, but this time, he felt suffocated and the thought of even one person trying to cheer him up (whether male or female and regardless of what they were offering) made his skin crawl.

For now, he was better off alone. At his friend's offer, he'd be residing in one of the empty safe houses, one close to some excellent fishing spots. Nobody would know where he was except for his boss, who promised not to contact him unless there was some kind of emergency. The safe house had no land line and was in the depths of the bayou, where it wasn't easily located. If you didn't know it was there, you'd miss it.

It was exactly what he needed.

He hadn't seen or spoken to Merri since the evening of her party and was told by Pride that, though she regretted his absence on the most important day of her life so far, she understood.

That was all.

At least Pride didn't know about the kiss. Chris hadn't told him about it and he was pretty certain Merri hadn't mentioned it either. Chris knew that his mentor and friend would never get in his face about it, but neither would he have been very happy. Well, that made two of them.

He shouldn't have done it. Should have just kept on walking, but the overwhelming knowledge that this would be his very last chance to steal at least one second of her sweet lips for himself, before she was forever off limits, had taken over his senses as well as his normal chivalry.

Though that was not the main reason he should have been stronger. Rather it was the suspicion and then the confirmation that she was actually susceptible to his advances. That she would kiss him back, for longer than she could blame on being taken by surprise. And dear God, what a kiss it had been. Agonizingly sweet. Agonizingly bitter too.

He could never un-taste her. He had made his bed and now he had to lie in it.

So he packed some of his stuff in his truck and left the city behind him, feeling a sad kind of calmness settle over him as he reached the highway, leaving it after a few miles to navigate through ever narrowing back roads and dust paths. Leaving the radio off, he let his thoughts wander.

There was nothing he could (or should) do about his current situation. But, as with everything in his life, he would find a way to deal with it. Unbeknown to King and anyone else, he'd had a talk with his former NOPD boss. If ever he needed to get away from NCIS, a job was waiting for him at his old precinct. It would probably mean a pay cut, but Chris was never a high maintenance man and he would gladly take it if somehow working with his married partner didn't work out.

At least he had some kind of exit strategy.

He reached his destination, took his stuff from the trunk and closed off his truck. Inside the wooden cabin, after a quick inspection (one never knew what was left behind by whoever stayed here last), he deemed the place safe and stuffed the food he brought in the fridge in the small kitchen. With not much to do and evening setting in pretty fast, casting the house in darkness by total lack of street lights, Chris went to bed early, exhausted from all the conflicting emotions of the past few days, weeks and even months since Merri's announcement. He never stopped to check any of his calls and didn't bother with either TV (without cable, there wasn't much on), radio or Internet. His mail went unchecked.

On the day of Merri's wedding, he woke up early and made himself some breakfast before picking up his fishing utensils and a cool box filled with bait and supplies. His phone he left on the breakfast table. For one day, Chris LaSalle would shirk his duties and be off the grid. On this particular day, the city of New Orleans would just have to save itself. There was a small boat tethered to a rundown dock behind the cabin and after checking the motor and finding it in good working order, he carefully put his stuff in and set the boat in motion, turning it toward an even more closed off part of the waters, until there wasn't as much as a hint of human life around him.

Here, he expertly hooked his bait and swung out his fishing rods. Then it was time for some snacks. And a cold beer, of course.

An hour or so passed and though he tried to enjoy his peaceful surroundings, he wished he could somehow concentrate more on them, so he wouldn't keep seeing these images in his head.

How pretty she looked walking down the aisle.  
>How James would look at her with the same awe in his eyes he must have had when he saw her coming out of that dressing room.<br>How they would exchange vows. Had they written them themselves; a testimony of their love?  
>How James would take her hand and place the ring on her finger.<br>How he would kiss her for the first time as husband and wife, not knowing his nemesis had tasted the same lips.

He glanced at his watch. The ceremony must be over by now, their reception with their friends in full blast.

Would she miss him? Would she think of him? Their kiss? Did she hate him for it? Did she hate herself for giving in or did she chalk it up as some drunken indiscretion on her part, something akin to fondling a stripper?

Really, when it came down to it; what was he to her?

A partner. A friend. Someone she liked and trusted. Someone she may be attracted to, but would never love or consider life partner material.

Forever just a work partner. And he had no choice but to accept it, if he wanted to stay with NCIS. Which he wasn't quite sure he did anymore.

For so long; it had been the focal point of his life, the culmination of everything he had worked to achieve. He and King, they had something great going on. When Merri had joined, he'd had his reservations, not knowing quite well what to expect from the stoic and rather detached looking woman who was assigned to help them temporarily.

But then she stayed and she gradually adjusted to their way of working. Starting to like it. To trust them. To trust him. And they learned to trust and value her.

Why couldn't it have stayed that way? God help him; why did he have to develop deeper feelings for her, only to have her being taken away from him? Just like Savannah. Okay, so Merri wasn't dead, but she was out of his reach as much as his late girlfriend was. Only this time, he would have to bear witness of her life from a distance and no matter how sad he'd been when Savannah had passed, somehow this was worse.

Much, much worse.

When he came back later that afternoon, he was cold and wet and cranky because not long after his mood, the weather had suddenly turned on him too and he never had a chance to catch much. He had thrown back the little ones he had managed to catch, they weren't worth the trouble of preparation. To make matters worse; the little motor had died on him, falling victim to the torrent of rain no doubt. Luckily, there were peddles too and Chris has resigned himself to the task at hand, which did nothing good for his aching, supposedly broken shoulder.

The hot shower helped to take some of the ache away and; dressed in dry jogging pants and long-sleeved t-shirt, he felt marginally better. He grabbed another cold beer from the fridge, made a sandwich to eat (it was easiest and he wasn't particularly hungry anyway; wryly thinking of the elaborate dinner Mr. and Mrs. Brody-Lathom and guests were having at that very moment) and sat on the rickety rocking bench on the porch, watching as the weather cleared and the stars and moon took center stage.

Inevitably, it got too cold to stay outdoors any longer, so Chris went back inside and, headed straight for the bedroom without taking his phone with him. He'd figured he wouldn't be able to fall asleep quickly, but as by some miracle, he was out like a light, the exhaustion and the sleepless nights of the last few days finally having caught up with him. Only the morning after, out of a sudden sense of guilt, he grabbed the small device from the breakfast table where he had left it the day before and switched it on. He took a glance at the small screen.

And spat out his coffee at the missed calls and texts it displayed.

King had called half a dozen times and left as many messages; his tone of voice increasingly worried as he kept imploring Chris to call back as soon as he got the message. Loretta had called him too. And a number he recognized as Pride's bar.

What had happened? Were they okay? Had there been some kind of attack? Had they missed the signs? Doing what they did, they were not without vengeful enemies and there had been an NOPD security team made available to make sure this party would not be interrupted by some bad guys thinking a wedding attended by so many law enforcement officers was a golden opportunity. But no security detail was ever fool proof and sadly not every bad guy was a dumb guy.

What if something had happened? What if his friends had gotten hurt?

OH God, what if it was Merri? A sudden vision of the woman he loved lying on the floor as her blood stained her pretty ivory dress red took shape in his head and he almost chocked in shock. Something must have happened. And he hadn't been there to protect her. He would never forgive himself if he, again, had lost a woman he loved because he failed her.

With trembling hands, he selected King's number and swiped to connect.

It rang out. Frustrated and very concerned now, he tried Loretta's number next. It too went to voicemail after a few dial tones.

What the heck had happened? He tried Sebastian, Patton, even Laurel and got their voicemails instead. Not bothering with leaving a message; he called his former NOPD boss instead. At least the last one picked up, but other than the message that he hadn't attended any wedding the day before and wasn't aware who was on the security detail, there wasn't much he could tell. At least no major crisis had happened, or he would have heard about it. He promised Chris he would get back to him if he learned more.

Desperate now, he finally swallowed his last bit of self-pity and called Merri.

It went straight to voicemail. Which wasn't surprising, but not very helpful either.

Just as he was about to try King's cell again, he heard a car door slam in front of the house. Drawing his gun on instinct (this was supposed to be a safe house after all), Chris carefully made his way to the front door, kicking it open and aiming his weapon, only to come face to face with the very same man he was about to contact.

Dwayne Pride looked tired. He also seemed haggard and angry, an anger Chris wasn't sure who it was directed to. Stuffing his weapon back in the waistband of his jeans, he addressed his friend and boss, hoping for answers, but dreading them all the same, the look on King's face not doing anything to calm down the anxious beating of his heart.

Please, let them all be okay. Let Merri be okay. He could handle her being married. He didn't know how he would handle her being dead.

"King, what the hell happened? A dozen missed calls? Is everything alright? Merri? Please, tell me she's okay."

The older man clasped his shoulder, then retreated with an apology as the younger man winced. Sure, his injury may have been exaggerated to excuse his absence, that didn't mean it was completely healed either.

"Merri's fine Chris. Physically at least. But there was no wedding. Merri needs you. I'll explain on the way home."

"Gimme a sec."

Without giving it any second thought, Chris went back inside, leaving Pride standing on the front porch. He grabbed his bag, stuffed everything he'd brought with him in it, not caring a flying fig about the condition of his clothing or toiletries and followed his boss and friend out the door. Pride had already opened his own truck and Chris put his bags in the trunk.

"We'll pick up your truck later. Right now, I'd rather have you drive with me. The roads are pretty traitorous after last yesterday's rain."

Chris merely nodded. Being as riled up as he was, it was probably better of he didn't get behind a wheel of a car anyway. Still, it wasn't before they were on the highway going back to the city that King spoke up.

"James left her, Chris. Again."

_So…what happened? Stay tuned for my next installment. Please, let me know you're still with me. Love your comments, always. Thank you!_


	6. Chapter 6

**A/N:** Well here we go: the wedding day. The day where Merri and James were supposed to say their 'I do's'…what happened instead?

**Disclaimer**: Introducing a few new characters, which are mine. All other characters you recognize are owned by CBS, of which I am not a part.

New Orleans surely showed herself at het very best on the morning of Merri's wedding. She woke up in Loretta's house; in Danny's room, who had bunked with his younger brother so Merri could uphold the tradition of not spending the evening before the wedding with her fiancé. Her friend and landlord had helped her carefully bring over her dress and accessories and one of Laurel's friends who was a good make-up artist would come in to help her with her hair and make-up.

Since Chris had left; she had tried and almost succeeded in wiping his never uttered, but still very loudly heard confession and subsequent kiss from her mind. In a few hours' time, she would exchange vows with the man she loved. Because of course she loved James and she had been a fool to let her plans get thwarted by her work partner.

Sharing breakfast with Loretta's makeshift family, she glanced outside and breathed in deeply. It was going to be a lovely day.

After breakfast she allowed herself to go with the flow as a flurry of activities went about around her. Betty, the make-up artist arrived with Laurel and together they morphed the stern NCIS Special Agent Meredith Brody into a bride.

The dress was praised by all (she did NOT picture his wide blue eyes when he had seen her emerge from the dressing room) and with all the "trimmings" done (a simple set of gold necklace and earrings and some baby's breath pined in her hair), she looked radiant. Understated, but classy. A little nervous maybe, but what bride wasn't, really?

They ceremony was to be held in the backyard of a small chapel she had come across one time on an investigation. Neither she nor James was overly religious, but the location was perfect in every way. The reception was to be held there as well, with Pride's café only a two blocks away as a back-up plan in case the weather would take a nasty turn.

Sitting in the back seat of Loretta's car, Merri tried to keep the jitters down; chalking them up as normal wedding day nerves and not as small twinges of doubt upsetting her stomach.

When they arrived, Pride, Sebastian and Patton were waiting for her; along with Sonja, Abigail Borin and both Linda and Laurel. All immaculately dressed in their finest suits and dresses. A smile broke out on her face. She was so happy to have her New Orleans family be there for her. No, she would not dwell on the glaringly absent partner in their midst. Much to her pleasant surprise, she noticed Gibbs, DiNozzo and Abby Sciutto between the crowds. She did send invitations to the DC office, but hadn't been sure any of them would be able to make it.

Some people she didn't know too well were waiting for her arrival too, but Merri figured they must be friends of James she hadn't met yet. With all his travelling, he was bound to have friends all over the globe.

Speaking of which, where was her groom?

As Pride gallantly helped her out of her car, giving her an appreciative glance, the confusion must have been visible on her face.

"We haven't seen him yet. But no worries, maybe he's stuck in traffic somewhere. Could be anything, really."

"Yeah, I guess."

It didn't sound at all convincing, but what else was there to say? Of course there was a reason to believe he would have fled the scene. After all; he'd done it before. But it had been months since the proposal and weeks since they had last argued and he hadn't shown any signs of real panic so far. Unlike herself, she ironically thought.

Greeting her guests preoccupied her for a while, but when there were only ten minutes left before the ceremony was supposed to begin panic was rising.

This couldn't be happening. Could it?

Then, much to her relief, she saw his car pull up. Her groom stepped out.

And Merri's heart sank.

She knew James was never a sucker for big ceremonies, but if this was his version of a suit; it was odd to say the least. Jeans, shirt, jacket and dusty boots were not usual wedding attire, not even for someone who made a point of being understated. At least Merri's version of understated was still tasteful.

He'd better come up with a brilliant excuse in the next five minutes or there would be hell to pay.

Ignoring the stares and whispers all around him, he jogged over to his bride.

"Merri, may I have a word please?"

"What the hell, James, we're supposed to get married in five minutes! What's happening? Dry-cleaners lost your suit or something?"

His face fell and for one second, Merri feared something real bad had happened. She felt him tug at her arm, trying to get her away from her coworkers whom she'd been chatting with. She only managed to turn to Pride.

"Can you please…?"

"Leave your guests to me. I'll handle it. You go talk to James."

Merri nodded in gratitude, quite impressed with the way her boss reigned in his obvious anger toward the supposed groom. For the first time, she was happy, for James's sake, Chris wasn't there. He would have torn the other man in very small pieces for the blatant display of disrespect he was showing his bride and their guests.

Leading her away from the small crowd, James sat down on a bench and made room for Merri to join him. She refused. The bench was dirty and she didn't want her so far immaculate dress to get smudged by a mixture of decades old dirt, sand, tree sap and bird poop. She had a strong suspicion she would have to return it. Plus, she was way too agitated to sit down and listen to whatever excuse he would come up with to leave her this time.

Taking one deep breath, Merri went into interrogation mode; the only way she could prevent herself for wringing his neck with her bare hands.

"Talk to me James. Why am I not walking down the aisle right this very minute? Why aren't you dressed like a groom? And what the hell is so important it couldn't wait until after the wedding? Do you even remember the wedding, that little shindig that had me dressing up like this?"

Instead of answering, James took an envelope out of his jacket pocket and pulled out some photos, handing them to her. She scanned them through. They were made in what looked like a refugee camp. A small infant featured in most of them, held by a pretty young woman wearing a 'Doctors Without Borders' jacket and a stethoscope around her slender neck. Merri still didn't quite get what it had to do with their current situation. Handing them back, she turned her questioning eyes to him.

"Cute kid."

"Yeah, he is."

James rubbed his face in an agitated gesture.

"He's eh…he's mine."

"What do you mean, yours?"

"You know what I mean, Merri. That's my kid. My son. The woman in the picture, her name is Lucy. She's a doctor. I met her two years ago at a refugee camp in Syria. I was writing a series of articles. She worked there. We started talking one night and eh…well…you know. We had an affair. Anyway, she never told me she got pregnant. I had to leave for another assignment and I never saw her again. I thought she must have forgotten about me since she never wrote. Turns out she did; but I guess the mail isn't too reliable in a war zone. Her first letters informed me of her pregnancy and later she tried to send me pictures of him; the ones you're holding now, but none of her letters found me until a couple of days ago, via my agent. He gave them to me on my bachelor party. The pictures are at least eight months old. Which means that my son is now almost a year old. And I didn't even know about him until now."

Merri was stunned. She didn't know what to say. She couldn't fault James for having an affair or relationship or whatever he wanted to call it and neither could she blame him for not telling her anything about this since he didn't know himself. Although…

"You had a week to tell me. Why did you wait until now?"

"Because, right until this morning I convinced myself I would never have to tell you at all. That I could marry you as planned, throw away the pictures and pretend I didn't know. I just…I can't do that. I know I can be a bastard, but I can't willingly and knowingly turn my back on them. But you deserve to know. This is as much your decision as mine. What to do next, I mean…"

Merri blew out the breath she hadn't realized she was holding. It was a lot to take in and she didn't really know what the next step should be. If they did go ahead with the marriage it would mean she was a stepmom, even if she might never meet the child. Unless…

"What do you want to do, James? Bring the child over here? With his mom? Provide for them?"

"I don't know!"

"His mom, is she an American? Are they in the country now?"

He shook his head.

"She's South African. I tracked her down. She's in Johannesburg."

Silence settled as they both tried to deal with the situation at hand. Then, with a tinge of pain in her voice, Merri asked him:

"Did you love her? Do you still?"

"Yes, I loved her. I don't know if I still do."

Then, sounding more resolved than she felt, she told him:

"You should go to her. Go and find out. Get to know your child. See if you can restore your relationship."

"But…what about us Merri?"

She shook her head in a resigned way.

"Well, obviously we can't get married now. It wouldn't be fair to either one of us, nor to Lucy and…what's your boy's name?"

"Nigel."

"Nigel. He needs a daddy. He has a daddy. For his sake, go to Johannesburg."

James stood, letting out a sigh of relief he'd obviously been holding.

"I guess you're right. But I want you to know how sorry I am. I never meant for any of this to happen and especially not now. You deserve so much more."

"I know. I…I'm not happy with this and I guess I can't blame you, but, well, it is what it is."

She turned to the spot a hundred yards away, where their guests tried to discreetly look the other way. All of their friends. All there for nothing. How to tell them the wedding was off? How to cancel an event like this?

James followed her gaze.

"Let me go inform them. You can stay here if you want, let me take the flak I deserve."

She nodded silently. Normally, she would have insisted on staying strong and handling this herself, but for once, she just didn't feel up to it. Besides, she thought with a little devilish voice; let him indeed take the flak. Why did she have to be the one to play nice when he was the one leaving her at the proverbial altar?

She watched from a distance as he gathered their friends and told them the party was over. Some of them left shortly after, others, like her team and DC coworkers lagged behind, watching as James returned to her side.

"So, no lynch mob?"

He managed a wry grin.

"Apparently not. They let me get away with it; though I think it's best if I left the crime scene, right? Before they decide to come after me with torches and pitchforks. Or voodoo priests."

"Yeah, I think so too."

He stood and hugged her awkwardly.

"You'll never know how sorry I am for hurting you."

Merri shrugged. It really didn't matter one way or the other.

"It's okay. I got my friends. My own little family. I'll survive."

"Good, that's good. I eh…I'll keep you posted. If you'd like me to, that is."

"I think I would appreciate a note every now and then. Just to know you're still alive."

"You're a great gal, Merri. I hope you find the real man for you someday."

The image of her partner flashed through her mind, but now was not the time to contemplate him as a potential date, let alone her 'real man', so she focused on her ex fiancé again. Speaking of which…

Merri pulled the engagement ring off her finger and handed it to James.

"You might want to take this back."

James shook his head.

"Keep it. It's yours."

"What, and start a collection?"

He winced. "Ouch. But deserved I guess."

He refused to take the ring back though.

"Keep it, sell it, do some good with it. All up to you."

With nothing else left to say, he walked away from her, turning one more time.

"Be happy, sweet Merri."

She nodded, again trying not to think of Chris and how he uttered the exact same words before he too left.

Story of her life.

She felt numb. Like she was in some kind of psychedelic dream, where all visions were blurred and sounds muffled.

From within the haze, she watched a sole figure come toward her. And exhaled when she recognized Pride. Being the gentleman he was and not caring about the state of his clothing, he pulled off his tuxedo jacket and draped it across the bench so the suddenly exhausted no-longer-bride could sit down. Gratefully, she sagged on the spot recently vacated by her twice-over ex-fiancé.

"All guests have left except for our family. I got Gibbs, Tony and Abby dealing with the caterers and such. There's a homeless shelter nearby. We figured the food could go there. If you agree."

Merri shrugged. It was fine with her. At least some people would have a really nice meal tonight for a change. Let them enjoy it.

"I figured we should go to the bar. I can make us all some coffee and we can…"

She shook her head, not in the mood for company, not wanting to be cheered up by anyone.

"I think I'm just gonna go home. Shower. Get out of this dress."

Unforeseen, the first tears came up, though she forced them back down, not wanting her boss to see them. She knew she would crumble when he would try to comfort her now. All she wanted was to let a nice hot shower wash away the remnants of the day and crawl into bed. A month or so would do nicely, she supposed. For a start.

"Sorry, Merri, but no can do."

"I'll be fine."

"I don't doubt that. But we're your friends. You can't keep us out of this. You don't have to unravel your soul to us, but we do want you to witness with your very own eyes that we got your back no matter what happens."

"You're not going to drop this are you?"

He grinned at her, seemingly happy he had gotten through to her.

"Not a chance."

"Ok, compromise. I'll let Loretta drive me home to shower and change and we'll meet you guys later at the bar."

"Sounds like a plan to me."
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An hour later, Loretta and Merri, now dressed in a pair of yoga pants, a shirt and a hoodie, met with their coworkers at Pride's bar. There was no sign of any bridal decorations as the team had done a quick clean-up before she came in.

A cup of coffee was placed in front of her (Irish; Pride warned her before she took a sip) and for a few moments, the people in their little group just sat and drank. Merri had to agree it was a better alternative than crawling like a mole under her covers and cry herself to sleep.

Since the weather had decided to play along with her change of mood (not quite a storm but more like a constant dreary rain), they stayed indoors and talked. Merri had decided to just be honest with all of them and told them about a doctor called Lucy who had given birth to a baby boy Nigel, who was James's son.

Though they all praised her for staying so level-headed, inside Merri felt anything but. The fact she was downing quite a few glasses of wine didn't make the situation any easier. Tipsy Merri was a merry Merri. Drunk Merri was morose Merri. Drunk and abandoned (again) by her fiancé Merri was soon a very sad pile of slobber.

As their guests dispersed one by one, saying their goodbyes, Loretta glanced at Pride and after locking up the bar, they took their blubbering agent to the Medical Examiner's car and then home.

Loretta stayed the night, helping the poor thwarted bride when she unavoidably got sick and making sure she got into a clean bed where she eventually fell into an uneasy sleep.

_Next up: St. Christopher to the rescue! Stay tuned. Oh...and drop me a review, if you want. Thanks!_


	7. Chapter 7

**A/N:** Has the time finally come for Chris and Merri to become closer? Read and find out!

**Disclaimer**: All characters in this chapter are borrowed from CBS, with one exception.

"Step on it, King!"

"Look, son, I know you're anxious to see her, but I won't risk causing an accident. Now stop fidgeting, you're making me nervous."

On their way home from the safe house, Dwayne had told Chris the entire story about Merri's broken engagement. As he had expected, Chris had reacted badly to the news. Anger had swept over his face; the expression was soon followed by one of extreme sadness as well as guilt.

Unrequited feelings or not, she was his friend and partner and he should have been there for her. But he had taken the coward's way out instead and had gone into hiding to lick his wounds in private.

When he dared mention this out loud to his friend and mentor, the older guy sadly shook his head.

"We all know that, had you seen this coming, you wouldn't have left her side. But Christopher, none of us had anticipated this, not even Merri herself. So don't put all the blame on your shoulders, son. It doesn't belong there. Now try to relax. We're almost there and Merri needs you to be her friend."

Chris nodded, swallowing hard. It wouldn't be easy to be her friend only, but for her sake, he would suppress all inappropriate thoughts and emotions coursing through him. He would give her the support she needed. Like the partner he was.

Nothing else was important now.

Five minutes later, they stopped in front of Merri's home.

"You ready, Christopher?"

"Yeah, I guess. Let's do this."

He was proud he had made it sound a lot more confident than he felt. Until he saw Dwayne Pride's face and knew the man wasn't fooled for a minute.

Damn. Here was hoping that Merri would be less alert.
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The first thing Merri had done when she woke up groggy, with a headache and a cotton mouth was throw off her clothes and stand under the warm spray of her shower, leaving the door slightly ajar at her friend's insistence, since she was, admittedly, quite hungover and dizzy.

After her refreshing shower, she dressed in her warmest, softest yoga pants, hoodie and sport socks. Loretta had already made coffee and some plain crackers; knowing a hungover stomach wouldn't do well on pancakes or waffles. When Merri called Pride, he told her he had put her on medical leave for her emotional distress. Since she was supposed to be on her honeymoon anyway, her absence was covered, so she could have all the time she needed to herself to recover, even though she said she'd much rather go back to work. Hibernation may sound like a good idea, but staying bust was a lot healthier and a lot more plausible for a human being.

Loretta had to go back to work after breakfast, leaving her with more coffee, some aspirin and another plate of plain crackers. Sebastian dropped by during his break (or so he said), looking all out of his element with a bunch of daisies in one hand and a selection of movies on an external hard drive, telling her she was welcome to borrow it as long as she wanted to. He even connected the device to her TV and taught her to set it all up. She smiled when he hugged her, stammering as he did so. For all his social awkwardness, he was really a sweetheart.

He left with the promise to download more movies if she liked.

Without having anything better to do, she selected a movie she hadn't seen before and settled in.

When lunchtime came along, Merri forced some microwaved soup and crackers down her throat, trying not to think of the pictures of the luxury buffet at the five star resort in Hawaii where she was supposed to be spending her Honeymoon right now. After she managed to eat a bit, she put on another movie, falling asleep halfway through.

Two hours later, this was the way Chris and Pride found her when they let themselves in with the keys they had picked up from Loretta. Chris firmly bit his lower lip to the point of drawing blood to prevent a very un-masculine whimper from coming out. His poor Merri, looking so young and vulnerable, gripping the blanket draped over her like it was her life-line. God, James had better stay far, real far away from her, because if Chris would ever lay eyes on the guy again, he would kill him with his bare hands! Baby or no baby!

Dwayne put his hand on the younger man's shoulder and after they exchanged a quick look of understanding, their boss and friend silently left the room to give the younger partners some much-needed privacy.

Chris hardly noticed they were alone when he crouched down next to the sofa Merri was sleeping on and gave into the urge to touch her, gently pulling a loose curl from her forehead. It had taken him a while to get used to this more feminine haircut as opposed to the short pixie cut she had sported when he had first gotten to know her, which had suited her quite well in his opinion.

But hey, she could grow out her hair down to her butt (though that would obstruct a rather pleasant view) or shave her head bald for all he cared; she would still look lovely and kick some serious ass! Even when it now seemed like someone had kicked hers.

His movement must have disturbed her, because she stirred and a few seconds later, her eyes fluttered open. She blinked owlishly a few times but when her fogged up brain registered his presence, she gave him a groggy look and a sad little smile that melted the last vestiges of his heart.

"Hey LaSalle."

"Hey Brody."

"You're back."

"Yup."

"I didn't marry James."

"I know."

"How?"

"Loretta and King called me. Several times. Then King showed up to drag my sorry ass back to where I needed to have been all along."

Unable to control himself, he gently picked up the hand wandering over the blanket and kissed the back of it.

"I'm sorry, Merri, for being such a coward. I should have stuck around."

A little more awake now, Merri sat up. She patted the seat next to her and smiling a little, Chris sat down.

"Can you forgive me?"

"What's there to forgive, Chris? I understand why you left and there was nothing you could have done to prevent this drama from happening."

After some hesitation, she give him a shy look and added in a whisper:

"I owe you an apology too. I should have listened to you. You were trying to tell me all along that I was making a mistake and I just didn't want to believe it. And I hurt you; I know I did. And I'm so sorry for putting our friendship at stake."

Her bottom lip was wobbling severely by now as she realized what she had almost lost by insisting on the stupidity of her marriage which she knew was doomed from the moment James had gotten down on one knee and shown her the tackiest of all engagement rings; showing clearly how little he knew about her all along.

Before the first tear could complete its track from her eye down her cheek, it was caught by his thumb as he tenderly wiped it away.

"Come here, Sweet Merri."

She willingly succumbed to the overwhelming desire to be held by him, her hero, her very best friend, her protector. Saint Christopher, James had called him during their fight and she figured that, quite ironically, that must have been the only time he had actually been right about her so much more than just work partner.

Tears now flowing freely, Merri felt nonetheless a lot better just for being in his arms. He felt so warm, so safe. How could she have ever allowed herself to think that she would find this with someone else, anyone else?

Yet, she knew it wasn't that easy. Though finally admitting, at least to herself, that somewhere along the way she had fallen ass over teakettle in love with her partner, was a great step forward and even though she knew he felt quite the same way (oh that sweet, sweet kiss), she could not simply change boyfriends the way people changed their bedsheets. Both she and Chris deserved better, especially from each other.

They had baggage. Professional and personal. Chris had lost his girlfriend, she had lost her fiancé and while she was more angry than sad about the situation she was in, she would not simply turn this wonderful, valuable sweet man into a rebound-fuck. And she didn't need to be his either.

If she wanted to pursue a real relationship with him (and yes, she did), she needed to do it right. Starting with rebuilding their friendship, their trust in each other. Their easy banter which she had come to rely upon and which she had missed so much over the past few weeks as he had kept his distance from her.

They could build from there. Form a strong bond, one that was not just about the (undeniable) sexual attraction that had really been blossoming quite soon after she had become a part of their team and family.

"Fallen asleep again?"

His voice was teasing, but there was still an edge of worry tinging it.

"No, just thinking."

"Does it hurt?"

She pinched his side and he yelped.

"Play nice, you. And no, it doesn't hurt. For most people."

He grinned at her, happy that they could still spar and have fun despite of her current situation. For some reason, it gave him hope. Yet, when he saw she had put on her serious face again, he sobered up a little.

"What's on your pretty mind?"

"How do we move on from this?"

He let go of her, but couldn't bear the total loss of contact, so instead he put his hand on her knee in a friendly, none-intrusive manner, his thumb gently rubbing the fabric of her pants.

"Step by step, I guess. No pressure, no promises. We were friends, we are still friends and that's all that matters for now."

"For now?"

His serious face lit up with hope again and it was so freaking adorable, she couldn't help but put her smaller hand on his, still resting on her knee, silently encouraging him to finish his train of thoughts.

"Look, Merri, there's no point in playing games here. You know damn well I have feelings for you, but this is not the time or place to put any value in them. If there ever comes a moment where you think you might like to eh…go on a date…or…eh…well, whatever, with me, then…"

"Then you won't reject me?" Merri finished softly, completely enamored with her friend's unusual blustering. God, he was such a sweetheart!

"Definitely not."

He lifted their joined hands to his lips and kissed hers softly.

"Friends for now, Chris?"

"Absolutely."

"Wanna watch a movie with me?"

He smiled at her as she picked up the remote and snuggled against him, putting her head on his shoulder.

"Yeah, I'd like that. What are we watching?"

And even though she made him watch two incredibly stupid comedies, Chris was pretty happy just sitting there with her. It was quite normal to call in for some genuine Cajun comfort food when their stomachs started rumbling a little too loudly and he felt good carrying her to bed when she fell asleep with her head in his lap halfway through the second "Police Academy" sequel. He tucked her in and she smiled in her sleep when he kissed her forehead.

"Sweet dreams, Merri."

Yeah, they would be okay.
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Two months later…

Forty. Really. There was no escaping it. Her calendar mercilessly reminded her that, indeed, she would reach the big 4-0 next Saturday. Merri didn't specifically dread it, knowing she was fitter than a lot of other women at that age and still looked younger than her years, but with all that had happened these past few months, she wasn't too keen on having too much attention drawn to it either. Though she knew her partner would not let it go by just like that.

Her partner. Her best friend, who had stoically remained in that particular zone ever since they agreed upon it two months back. Part of her was happy and grateful that they had gotten their shaken friendship back on track fairly easily, but a rapidly growing part of her was getting restless, because of the other promise he had made.

Maybe he still wasn't quite ready to make the next move, maybe he didn't think she was, but for whatever reason, all signs Merri had sent his way that, indeed, she wanted to move on, with him as more than her work partner, had missed their mark. They still went out to dinner and they still cooked for each other, or they would go out for a few drinks, but he always greeted her and left her with nothing more than a hug and a quick peck on her cheek or temple or forehead or another safe, platonic place.

Did he have second thoughts? Was his love waning now that she was available again? Or had he realized that he wasn't over Savannah yet? Or perhaps it was the fact she was a little over six years his senior and he didn't want to take a risk dating an older woman who was certainly no longer able to give him the 'basketball team of LaSalles' he said he wanted to have.

She had hinted at it a couple of times, but he hadn't taken the bait.

And it was frustrating to say the least.

What to do, what to do? She had exactly one week to come up with a plan, because she had set her birthday as an ultimatum for anything to happen. If it didn't then she would count her (severe) losses and try to move on, going as far as preparing herself mentally for another relocation, another flight from another inflicted wound.

But first, she thought with a wry sense of reality, she had some laundry to fold and put away and on this dreary Saturday morning, she reluctantly set herself to the task at hand.

She decidedly picked up a stack of towels and walked to the disaster area that was her linen closet. As she dropped the top towel, she bent over to pick it up from the bottom of the closet. Her hand touched a cardboard box and she retracted it as if bitten.

Her wedding dress. Still folded neatly inside, out of sight, out of mind. She had made herself forget it was there. But now it was just like it was challenging her, mocking her for ever having the wish to wear it in the first place.

She picked up the box and put it on her bed, but couldn't make herself open it. For a few moments, she sat there, willing away the bad memories and concentrating on her breathing. Then a thought hit her. An idea formed in her mind.

Happy with the bonus excuse of leaving her teetering pile of laundry exactly where it was for another day (or week, more likely), she packed the box in her car, programmed her GPS and set out for a little road trip to Bama.

She found the small store easily and, box under her arm, stepped inside.

"Hello?"

From behind the familiar curtains, Viv appeared and smiled when she saw who her visitor/customer was. Merri warmly accepted the lady's hug.

"Come in, dearie. Let me look at you. You look good, though troubled. Tell Vivian what she can do for you."

Suddenly feeling like she was going to confession, Merri told the sweet lady all about the wedding that never was. Vivian just nodded and offered no opinion or sympathy, which Merri was secretly relieved about.

Only when Merri was done with her story, did she start asking questions, but only the appropriate ones, having noticed how her young guest had carefully avoided mentioning Christopher LaSalle at all. There was a story there, one she would find out, but not now. Not yet.

"So I assume it is your wedding dress in the box?"

Merri nodded.

"I know you probably can't give me my money back, and it's really not why I came, but I…Viv, can I be honest with you?"

"I should hope so, dear."

"I need your help. You see, I eh…I'm in love with this really great guy. I guess I was even before I got engaged to James, but we never dared to act on it and then we both put our feelings on hold after my botched wedding. But I think I'm ready to move on and I need to make him see."

Vivian was happy to have her back turned to the woman so she couldn't see the hopeful joy spreading across her face. If Merri's new beau was who she thought and hoped it was, she would be overjoyed. Not to mention right all along.

"Anyone I know?" Hopefully it came out casually, but when Viv turned, she saw that, for once, she had found her equal in seeing through people's bullshit. She appreciated Merri all the more for it.

"You know you do, Vivian. And it's okay to be happy with that, because so am I. I absolutely adore Chris. He just needs a little…"

"Nudge?" Vivian filled in for her and Merri laughed, nodding.

"Exactly."

"Well, I think I have exactly the encouragement you're looking for. Please wait here for a minute."

Merri heard her rummaging through the racks of clothes, heard a happy 'aha, there it is' and gasped when she came back.

"Is this what you had in mind?"

On the hanger she was holding up was a shiny silk dress that was similar to her wedding gown, only shorter, about knee level and instead of ivory, it was a lively cherry red. It looked promising. And red was definitely her color.

"Go try it on, dear."

This time, there was no hesitation. Again, the dress fit her like a glove and there was no sufficient description to how it made her feel. Elegant, sexy, happy.

If this would not attract the attention she was looking for, she didn't know what would. Laughing happily, she stepped out.

"I said nudge, Vivian, not shove the poor guy under a train!"

The older lady laughed along with her.

"God bless him, but subtlety has never been Chris's style. But I'm pretty sure this is a hint he won't miss."

Oh no, he wouldn't. Merri was sure of that. Remembering the glazed over look on his face when he had seen her in her wedding gown, she expected his eyes to fall straight out of their sockets when he would see her now. Oh heck, now she really couldn't wait for next Friday evening to come.

Now that she knew the 'good cause' Merri had come for, both women were quick to come to an agreement, which basically was a simple trade-off; one dress for another. Which was more than fair, considering Vivian would have to have the returned gown steam-cleaned and put on for sale as second-hand.

Packing the sexy red fabric in a new box, she made Merri make one promise though.

"Sweetheart, you had better come straight back to me for your second wedding dress. I am going to make that one for you myself."

"Don't jinx it, Viv. I have yet to get him to date me."

"Trust me, dear. You two will end up together. I knew it from the moment I saw you and I haven't been wrong yet."

She handed the box to Merri, who left the store with a flock of butterflies in her stomach and hope in her heart.

_Will the little nudge pay off? Next chapter should tell you more. In the meantime, reviews make me very happy! Just a little nudge…_


End file.
